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INTRODUCTION
The	catalyst	for	my	feminist	coming	to	consciousness	was	pregnancy	and	motherhood.	The	
consistent	dismissal	of	women’s	voices	 in	regards	to	their	reproductive	systems	remains	a	
fundamental	obstacle	to	equality.	This	Honours	project	has	generated	artworks	that	explore	
the	interconnected	nature	of	my	experience	of	motherhood	in	conjunction	with	my	feminist	
coming	to	consciousness,	both	of	which	were	magnificent	and	devastating.	The	realisation	
that	for	much	of	my	life	I	had	been	buying	into	the	rhetoric	that	patriarchal	society	distributes	
and	that	I	had	accepted	so	much	misogyny	as	normal	behaviour	was	heartbreaking.	Realizing	
that	I	no	longer	had	to	accept	it,	that	the	world	could	change,	was	wonderful.		
This	research	paper	is	divided	into	three	sections.	Section	I	looks	at	Adrienne	Rich’s	assertion	
of	motherhood	 as	 a	 patriarchal	 institution.	 Section	 II	 discusses	 the	 desexualisation	 of	 the	
pregnant	and	maternal	body	as	a	tool	within	this	institution	in	order	to	exploit,	divide	and	
further	oppress	women.	Section	III	focuses	on	Karen	Epstein-Gilboa’s	discussion	of	the	role	of	
patriarchal	 envy	 in	 obstructing	 physiologically	 based	 mothering	 practices.	 Here	 I	 draw	
connections	between	Epstein-Gilboa’s	 ideas	and	Rich’s	 aforementioned	 theory,	examining	
how	the	patriarchal	institution	of	motherhood	blocks	physiologically	based	mothering,	and	
how	reframing	this	as	a	fundamentally	feminist	issue	reveals	it	as	a	symptom	of	a	patriarchal	
society.	 Supporting	physiologically	based	mothering	practices	 in	 a	 real	way	would	 require	
constructing	a	new	society	where	female	centered	subjectivity	is	the	norm.	Therefore,	I	assert	
that	these	physiological	mothering	practices	are	not	only	significant	as	the	biological	norm	
for	the	physical,	mental	and	emotional	benefit	of	mothers	and	children,	but	also	integral	to	
the	 dismantling	 of	 the	 patriarchal	 system	 that	 seeks	 to	 keep	women	 imprisoned	 in	 their	
physiology.1			
I	 will	 look	 at	Mary	 Kelly’s	 seminal	 work	 Postpartum	 Document,	 M.A.M.A	 (Mother	 Artists	
Making	Art)	collective’s	Milkstained,	Jess	Dobkins’	performance	The	Lactation	Station	Breast-
Milk	Bar,	Renee	Cox’s	Yo	Mama,	the	statue,	Kirsten	Hudson’s	ongoing	series	Taste	My	Sorrow	
and	Elinor	Carrucci’s	photography	series	Mother.	Examining	these	artworks	in	relation	to	the	
1	Adrienne	Rich,	Of	Woman	Born	(New	York	W.W	Norton	&	Company	1976),	6.	
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above	theories,	as	well	as	in	relation	to	my	lived	experience	as	a	mother	provide	a	framework	
through	which	my	personal	findings	can	be	understood	as	relevant.	This	research	project	has	
coincided	with	 the	pregnancy	and	birth	of	my	second	child.	 I	have	 found	that	 researching	
these	ideas	as	I	experience	them	has	allowed	me	to	feel	differently	about	them.	Physiological	
mothering	practices	were	already	important	to	me,	however,	the	idea	of	these	practices	as	
inherently	feminist	acts	of	rebellion	has	reinforced	the	notion	of	the	personal	as	political,	and	
the	importance	of	the	visibility	of	these	practices	in	our	society	as	revolutionary	acts.		
It	is	important	that	I	acknowledge	that	not	all	maternal	bodies	have	been	pregnant	bodies,	
and	not	all	pregnant	bodies	will	become	maternal	bodies.	I	acknowledge	the	experiences	of	
transwomen	who’s	mothering	experience	 is	understandably	vastly	different	 from	mine,	as	
well	 as	 the	 experiences	 of	 transmen	who	 carry,	 give	 birth	 and	 chestfeed	 their	 biological	
children.	7000	words	is	too	small	a	space	in	which	to	give	these	issues	their	deserved	platform	
for	discussion.	I	also	discuss	the	use	of	tools	such	as	breast	pumps,	dummies,	baby	formula	
and	the	bottle.	While	these	items	can	be	valuable	and	useful	to	women,	this	research	paper	
focuses	on	the	routine	use	and	over	promotion	of	such	items	by	the	patriarchal	system.	Again,	
word	 count	 does	 not	 allow	 for	 the	 full	 breadth	 of	 discussion	 these	 items	 warrant.	 It	 is	
important	that	I	state	that	though	I	believe	physiological	mothering	practices	to	be	inherently	
feminist,	this	does	not	mean	the	use	of	the	aforementioned	items	is	necessarily	anti-feminist.	
Context	is	a	significant	aspect	in	the	discussion	of	these	tools.		
	I	acknowledge	that	women	of	colour	experience	further	levels	of	oppression	both	generally	
and	specifically	in	regards	to	pregnancy	and	motherhood	that	I	do	not.	For	the	purpose	of	this	
research	paper	I	will	focus	on	my	own	lived	experience	of	pregnancy	and	motherhood	as	a	
cisgendered2	white	woman.	Additionally,	as	the	vast	majority	of	people	that	experience	these	
issues	are	women,	throughout	this	research	paper	I	will	refer	to	them	as	such.		
2	Cisgendered,	adjective:	denoting	or	relating	to	a	person	whose	sense	of	personal	identity	and	gender	
corresponds	with	their	birth	sex.	
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SECTION	I:	
MOTHERHOOD	AS	A	PATRIARCHIAL	INSTIUTION	
I	try	to	distinguish	two	meanings	of	motherhood,	one	superimposed	on	the	other:	
The	potential	relationship	of	any	woman	to	her	powers	of	reproduction	and	to	
children;	and	the	institution,	which	aims	at	ensuring	that	that	potential	–	and	all	
women	–	shall	remain	under	male	control.3		
Throughout	history,	representations	of	motherhood	in	art	have	been	limited.	For	centuries,	
male	artists’	representations	of	the	mother	stay	largely	the	same:	woman	holding	child	and	
gazing	upon	it	serenely.	Contrasting	male	works	with	those	of	women	from	the	same	era	is	
revealing.	Artemesia	Genteleschi’s	17th	century	painting	Mother	and	Child	(fig.1),	is	noticeably	
different	to	her	male	counterpart	Giovanni	Battista	Salvi	da	Sassoferrato’s	Madonna	and	Child	
(fig.2).		
Figure	1	Artemesia	Genteleschi,	Mother	and	Child,	1612.	Oil	on	canvas,	106.6	x	91.4	cm.	
https://www.academia.edu/31048895/ARTEMISIA_GENTILESCHI_-_1593-1653_-
_Distraught_young_mother_breastfeeds_her_infant..docx?auto=download	
3	Rich,	6.	
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Figure	2	Giovanni	Battista	Salvi	Sassoferrato,	Madonna	and	Child,	1600s.	Oil	on	canvas.	
https://fineartamerica.com/featured/madonna-and-child-il-sassoferrato.html	
Sassoferrato’s	 painting	 portrays	 the	 Virgin	Mary	 with	 the	 Christ	 Child	 in	 loving	 embrace,	
tranquil	 and	 serene,	 the	 image	 of	 idolized	motherhood.	 Genteleschi’s	 painting	 shows	 an	
exhausted	mother	with	a	cantankerous	child	seated	in	her	lap.	There	appears	to	be	blood	on	
the	mother’s	breast,	 giving	 the	 child	a	 vampiric	quality.	 Sassoferrato’s	painting	portrays	a	
moment	of	pure,	divine	love,	while	Genteleschi’s	portrays	fatigue,	messiness	and	frustration.	
Genteleschi’s	painting	offers	an	understanding	of	the	lived	experience	of	motherhood	that	
most	men	cannot	possibly	imagine.	Having	one’s	body	and	mind	constantly	on	call	to	sustain	
the	life	and	wellbeing	of	another	is	exhausting	to	say	the	least.	Genteleschi	painted	Mother	
and	Child	hundreds	of	years	ago,	yet	it	is	still	relevant	to	the	experience	of	motherhood	today.	
The	twentieth	century	saw	an	increase	in	women	artists	giving	voice	to	their	experiences	
through	their	own	work.	Kathe	Kollwitz’s	1903	etching	Woman	With	Dead	Child	(fig.3)		
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engages	with	the	theme	of	maternal	loss.	Kollwitz’s	etching	is	small,	dark	and	primitive	
looking.	The	title	is	specific,	citing	‘woman’,	and	not	‘mother’.	This	articulates	the	nuances	
of	maternal	loss,	where	not	only	has	the	child	been	lost	but	also	the	role	of	mother.		Kirsten	
Hudson’s	ongoing	series	Taste	My	Sorrow	(fig.4)	also	seeks	to	address	the	specificity	of	
maternal	loss.	In	discussing	her	work,	Hudson	says		
Being	 a	 body	 that	 tragically	 sits	 somewhere	 between	 the	 pregnant	 and	 the	
maternal	is	a	remarkably	horrifying	thing	to	be	in	a	world	that,	even	on	a	good	
day,	 struggles	 to	 come	 to	 terms	 with	 the	 unstable	 subjectivities	 of	 ‘normal’	
pregnant	and	maternal	embodiment.4	
Hudson	rightly	points	out	the	way	in	which	patriarchal	society	struggles	with	pregnant	and	
maternal	subjectivities,	and	ultimately	circumvents	having	to	process	this	inter-embodiment	
once	 the	 child	 is	 born	 and	 develops	 its	 own	 subjectivity.	 When	 a	 pregnancy	 ends	 in	
miscarriage	 or	 still	 birth,	 this	 cannot	 happen.	 The	 pregnant	 subject	 returns	 to	 being	 not	
pregnant,	without	becoming	maternal.	Dim	(a	self	portrait),	from	Hudson’s	Taste	My	Sorrow	
series,	is	comprised	of	hand	rolled	fondant	beads	coloured	to	resemble	Hudson’s	flesh.	These	
beads	make	 up	 an	 18th	 century	 style	 chandelier	 almost	 2	metres	 in	 height	 and	weighing	
10.7kg.	 Hudson	 addresses	 the	 space	 between	 pregnant	 and	 maternal	 embodiment,	 the	
tween	space	that	opens	when	a	wanted	pregnancy	does	not	 result	 in	a	 live	child.	Hudson	
critiques	 maternal	 feminist	 scholarship	 in	 its	 discussion	 of	 pregnant	 and	 maternal	
embodiment	as	interchangeable.	Dim	seeks	to	engage	with	that	tween	space,	making	tangible	
a	 loss	 that	 feels	 so	 very	 impalpable.	 In	making	 the	weight	 of	 the	 chandelier	 equal	 to	 her	
pregnancy	weight	gain,	Hudson	conveys	the	perceived	uselessness	of	her	body.	The	creation	
of	the	chandelier	took	nine	months,	echoing	the	length	of	her	pregnancy.	Dim	seeks	to	make	
use	of	useless	flesh,	flesh	grown	to	sustain	the	life	of	a	child	that	ultimately	did	not	live.		
4	Kirsten	Hudson,	"Taste	My	Sorrow:	Caught	Horribly,	Somewhere,	between	the	Pregnant	and	the	Maternal,"	
Performance	Research	19,	no.	1	(2014):	47.	
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Figure	3	Kathe	Kollwitz,	Woman	with	Dead	Child,	1903.	Etching,	39	x	48cm.	https://www.artsy.net/artwork/kathe-kollwitz-
woman-with-dead-child	
Figure	4	Kirtsen	Hudson,	Dim(A	Self-Portrait),	2010.	Fondant	pink	food	colouring,	steel,	automotive	paint,	electical	fittings,	
173	x	60	cm.	https://crash.curtin.edu.au/research/groups/body/khudson.cfm	
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I,	too,	have	experienced	pregnancy	loss.	While	my	first	pregnancy	was	unintentional,	my	next	
pregnancy	was	planned	–	but	ended	in	miscarriage.	In	both	situations	I	felt	betrayed	by	my	
body	–	the	former	that	it	had	gone	and	started	a	life	altering	process	without	my	consent,	
and	 the	 latter	 that	 it	 had	 cancelled	 it.	 It	 felt	 like	 punishment,	 and	 both	 times	 I	 felt	 a	
disproportionate	 sense	 of	 culpability.	 I	 have	 examined	 this	 experience	 in	 my	 work	
Birthsuite/Deathsite	(fig.5).	This	work	is	comprised	of	multiple,	sperm-like	forms	with	fleshy,	
wound-like	openings.	They	are	placed	upon	a	curved	white	table,	nestled	into	white	cotton	
hospital	 sheets.	They	seem	to	be	struggling	over	one	another.	Upon	closer	 inspection	 the	
viewer	notices	that	these	smaller	forms	are	collated	around	and	emerging	out	of	a	large	form	
built	from	a	cast	of	my	own	pregnant	belly,	with	a	vulva-like	cavity.	Human	hair	can	be	seen	
within	this	opening.	A	second	large	piece,	also	formed	from	my	belly	cast,	sits	ahead	of	the	
bloody	 cluster.	 This	 second	 piece	 is	 whole,	 without	 openings.	 Experiencing	 miscarriage	
contested	the	 idea	of	the	female	reproductive	system	as	a	site	of	 life	and	generation.	The	
uterus	is	a	place	of	life	and	death	and	repeatedly	cycles	between	the	two.5	
Figure	5	Allegra	Holmes,	Birthsuite/Deathsite,	2017.	Ceramic,	75	x	40	cm.(detail)	
5	Menstruation	
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	Like	 Hudson’s	 Dim,	 Birthsuite/Deathsite	 engages	 with	 the	 space	 between	 pregnant	 and	
maternal	embodiment.	I	became	pregnant	again	within	two	months	of	my	miscarriage,	so	the	
grieving	period	in	between	felt	almost	fleeting.	At	the	time	of	the	due	date	for	that	miscarried	
embryo,	I	was	seven	months	pregnant	with	my	daughter.	Having	lost	a	pregnancy	so	early,	
and	 then	becoming	pregnant	 again	 so	quickly,	my	 short	 time	 in	 the	 tween	 space	 as	 non-
pregnant	 and	 non-maternal	 compounded	 the	 strangeness	 of	 the	 experience.	
Birthsuite/Deathsite	 is	about	life	and	death	existing	so	closely	side	by	side.	The	wound-like	
openings	echo	the	wound	left	in	the	uterus	once	the	placenta	detaches	and	is	expelled.	These	
forms	 are	 the	 unexamined	 depths	 of	 my	 personal	 grief,	 something	 that	 I	 still	 don’t	
understand.	 I	often	wonder	 if	 it	even	happened.	Then,	 I	 remember	the	bloody	underwear	
hidden	 in	my	bedside	drawer;	 I	 remember	 taking	secret	pregnancy	 tests,	 the	positive	 line	
appearing	fainter	each	time;	and	I	remember	making	silent,	internal	pleas:	‘Little	baby,	please	
hold	on.’	It	didn’t,	and	I	remember.		
This	work	is	about	grappling	with	the	unpredictability	of	my	body,	and	challenging	the	idea	
that	it	is	a	negative	thing.	Pregnancy	loss	is	difficult	to	discuss	in	a	feminist	context,	as	one	is	
always	conscious	of	their	personal	grief	being	misappropriated	by	the	pro-life	movement.		In	
perceiving	my	miscarriage	as	being	betrayed	by	my	body,	I	was	following	the	patriarchal	script	
that	the	female	body	is	unstable	and	therefore	untrustworthy.	Reframing	my	miscarriage	as	
a	natural	occurrence,	as	my	body	performing	a	necessary	task	for	its	survival	didn’t	lessen	my	
emotional	 pain,	 but	 prevented	me	 from	 viewing	my	 body	 as	 the	 enemy.	 In	 this	way	 the	
miscarriage	 and	 the	 process	 of	 making	 Birthsuite/Deathsite	 has	 healed	 the	 patriarchally	
instigated	split	of	my	body	from	myself.		
Rosemary	Betterton,	too,	discusses	aspects	of	the	experience	of	pregnant	embodiment	that	
are	disregarded	by	the	patriarchy.		
Susan	Hiller	defines	the	‘other’	as	those	things	against	which	we	define	ourselves.	
But	what	 if	 that	 otherness	 is	 enclosed	 in	 our	 bodies,	 as	 yet	 unknown,	 neither	
friend	 nor	 enemy,	 growing	 inside	 our	 own	 flesh	 and	 blood?	 Such	 monstrous	
imaginings	 are	 the	 stuff	 of	 fairytales	 and	 horror	 films,	 and	 yet,	 an	 ontological	
10	
awareness	of	the	body’s	alienation	from	itself	and	an	emergent	new	relationship	
with	an	unfamiliar	being	is	familiar	to	many	pregnant	women.	6	
The	 split	 between	 self	 and	 other	 is	 a	 significant	 component	 of	 the	 pregnant	 subject’s	
experience,	however	it	is	rarely	acknowledged	in	mainstream	discussion	around	pregnancy.	
Pregnancy	and	motherhood	continue	to	be	seen	as	natural	extensions	of	–	or	perhaps,	the	
whole		–		of	being	a	woman.	Women	are	expected	to	meet	this	radical	life	altering	experience	
with	 complete	 ease	 and	 naturalness.	While	 the	 female	 body	 is	 indeed	 ‘designed’	 for	 the	
purpose	 of	 growing	 and	 birthing	 children,	 our	 society’s	 lack	 of	 accurate	 evolutionary,	
biological	understanding	leads	us	to	believe	that	pregnancy	and	childbirth	are	simple	bodily	
functions	for	women.	This	creates	an	ambivalence	toward	motherhood,	many	individuals	–	
myself	included	–	consider	the	specific	politics	of	motherhood	as	irrelevant	to	them	until	they	
become	mothers	themselves.		
As	discussed	by	Alison	Stone,	Western	society’s	understanding	of	subjectivity	and	the	self	is	
built	upon	a	masculine	model	that	is	mostly	inaccessible	for	women.	Epstein-Gilboa	concurs	
with	this,	stating,	
Research	demonstrates	that	new	nursing	mothers	want	to	constantly	be	close	to	
their	 infants.	 This	 newfound	 longing	 challenges	 their	 culturally-based	
conceptualizations,	initially	causing	internal	turmoil.	However,	the	experience	of	
physiological	nursing	seems	to	enable	mothers	to	integrate	new	scripts	of	the	self	
that	 disregard	 cultural	 themes,	 suggesting	 that	 the	 process	 of	 nursing	 helps	
mothers	let	go	of	concepts	of	self	as	the	‘other’.7		
Patriarchal	Western	society	positions	women	as	‘other’	to	men,	instilling	the	idea	that	men	
are	normal	and	women	are	deviant.		According	to	Epstein-Gilboa,	physiological	nursing	allows	
6	Rosemary	Betterton,	"Maternal	Embarrassment:	Feminist	Art	and	Maternal	Affects,"	Studies	in	the	Maternal	
2	(2010):	81.	
7	Karen	Epstein-Gilboa,	"Breastfeeding	Envy:	Unresolved	Patriarchal	Envy	and	the	Obstruction	of	
Physiologically-Based	Nursing	Patterns,"	in	Giving	Breastmilk:	Body	Ethics	and	Contemporary	Breastfeeding	
Practices,	ed.	Rhonda	Shaw	and	Alison	Bartlett	(Toronto:	Demeter	Press,	2010),	215.	
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women	to	redefine	their	sense	of	self	and	subjective	in	a	way	that	is	female-centered	rather	
than	male	centered,	and	therefore	empowering.	
In	this	context,	if	patriarchy	is	to	maintain	control	over	women,	the	obstruction	of	this	nursing	
experience	 is	 crucial.	 One	 can	 resolve	 that	 the	 practice	 of	 physiological	 nursing	 is	 an	
inherently	 feminist	 action.	 Epstein-Gilboa	 suggests	 that	 the	 capacity	 to	 ‘nurse	 against	 the	
grain’	 in	 a	 society	 that	 is	 governed	 by	 an	 envious	 patriarchy	 determined	 	 to	 oppress	 and	
appropriate	 women’s	 power	 is	 a	 ‘significant	 illustration	 of	 maternal	 agency.’8	 The	
normalization	of	the		breastfeeding/nursing	relationship	is	necessary	for	the	dismantling	of	
the	 patriarchal	 power	 structure,	 as	 is	 the	 exposure	 and	 subsequent	 rectifying	 of	 the	 vast	
miseducation	and	perpetuation	of	detrimental	breastfeeding	mythology.	
Suzanne	 Barston	 suggests	 that	 breastfeeding	 is	 no	 longer	 natural	 in	Western	 society.9	 If	
breastfeeding	 is	 deemed	 an	 ‘unnatural’	 practice,	 after	 pregnancy	 and	 birth	 the	 mother	
becomes	a	redundant	figure.	My	installation,	Breast	Vessels	(working	title)	(fig.6)	comments	
on	 this	 idea.	 Five	 vessels	made	 from	casts	of	my	own	breasts	 sit	on	a	 semi	 circular	 shelf,	
perched	 over	 a	 Perspex	 basin	 filled	 with	 my	 own	 breastmilk.	 Footage	 of	 my	 daughter	
breastfeeding	is	projected	onto	the	surface	of	the	milk.	Tubing	protrudes	from	each	vessel,	
with	a	 flange	attached	and	milk	 residue	evident	 in	each	one.	The	 intimate	video	of	a	 tiny	
mouth	opening,	suckling;	milk	spraying,	leaking	and	collecting	is	a	stark	contrast	to	the	clinical	
whiteness	and	stillness	of	the	vessels.	In	a	society	that	values	breastmilk	disproportionately	
to	 the	nursing	relationship,	 the	division	of	milk	 from	the	body	 is	already	considered	more	
normal	than	breastfeeding.		The	projected	video	is	the	memory	of	the	relationship,	which	is	
present	now	only	in	the	milk	itself.		
8	Ibid.,	216.	
9	Suzanne	Barston,	Bottled	Up	(Berkley:	University	of	California	Press,	2012),	33.	
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Figure	6	Allegra	Holmes,	Breast	Vessels,	2017.	Ceramic	(detail)	
Milk	is	a	hormonal	fluid	which	responds	to	the	needs	of	the	baby	for	which	it	is	produced.	The	
basin	filled	with	breastmilk	becomes	a	monument	to	this	relationship.	As	 it	 is	 left	at	room	
temperature	for	the	duration	of	the	exhibition,	the	milk	spoils,	becoming	a	somewhat	literal	
expression	of	the	death	of	the	relationship.	The	lactating	body	is	absent,	represented	only	
through	the	projected	images	of	the	infant	nursing.	This	is	to	comment	on	the	absence	of	the	
lactating	body	in	our	society,	on	the	way	that	breastfeeding	is	somehow	regarded	as	an	alien	
process,	while	simultaneously	being	touted	as	natural	and	best.			
Suzanne	 Barston	 questions	 the	 naturalness	 of	 breastfeeding,	 claiming	 that	 this	 argument	
relies	 too	much	on	medical	 facts	 to	be	 truly	natural.	 I	assert	 that	a	positive	breastfeeding	
experience	 begins	with	 one	 abandoning	 the	male	model	 of	 subjectivity	 and	 rejecting	 the	
13	
medicalization	of	breastfeeding.	The	desire	to	structure	and	regiment	this	intuitive	biological	
process	is	the	result	of	patriarchal	control.	Barston	goes	on	to	argue	that	the	popularity	of	
formula	was	not	just	the	result	of	the	capitalist	patriarchy,	but	a	‘response	to	womens’	needs’.	
This	argument	is	valid	until	one	considers	the	origin	of	these	needs,	as	Barston	herself	points	
out,	‘…breastfeeding	wasn’t	working	–	not	working	perhaps,	because	of	the	bad	advice	and	
birthing	practices	perpetuated	by	these	same	doctors.’10	This	‘need’	for	formula	can	then	be	
attributed	 to	 the	 patriarchal	 institutionalisation	 of	 motherhood.	 Barston	 cites	 sociologist	
Linda	Blum,	who	asserts	that	women,		
…wanted	freedom	from	the	control	biology	extended	over	their	 lives,	 including	
pain-free,	 safe	 childbirth	 and	 birth	 control,	 they	 saw	 medical	 science	 as	 an	
ally…Breastfeeding	failure	was	a	largely	unintended	consequence,	and	it	is	likely	
that	 both	 working-	 and	 middleclass	 mothers	 were	 grateful	 to	 have	 a	 safe	
alternative.11	
Of	course	mothers	would	be	grateful	to	have	a	safe	alternative,	and	proper	formula	has	saved	
many	 babies’	 lives.	 The	 issue	 remains	 of	 the	 origin	 of	 this	 need	 for	 an	 alternative,	 that	
patriarchal	intervention	has	alienated	women	not	only	from	their	bodies,	but	also	obstructed	
one	of	the	key	pathways	out	of	male-based	subjectivity.	 	Women	are	only	 limited	by	their	
biology	when	they	exist	in	a	world	that	is	structured	in	opposition	to	it.		
10	Ibid.,	32.	
11	Ibid.	
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SECTION	II	
DESEXUALISATION	OF	THE	MATERNAL	BODY	AS	A	TOOL	WITHIN	THE	PATRIACHAL	
INSTITUTION	OF	MOTHERHOOD	
Lactating	breasts	contradict	the	idealized,	sexualized	and	fetishized	breasts	of	
contemporary	culture.	Moreover,	the	breastfeeding	body	is,	as	Bartlett	
suggests	‘anarchic’	and	‘volatile’,	compared	with	the	passive,	pliable	and	
controlled	bodies	that	are	culturally	idealized	and	aspired	to.12	
Iris	Marion	Young	asserts	in	her	essay,	Pregnant	Embodiment,	that	the	pregnant	body	is	de-
sexualised	in	such	a	way	that	it	is	liberated	from	the	general	experience	of	sexualisation.13	My	
personal	experience	of	pregnancy	and	motherhood	conflicts	with	this.	I	assert	that	maternal	
and	pregnant	bodies	are	further	stripped	of	ownership	and	autonomy	of	themselves	and	their	
sexuality.	Western	society	encourages	women	to	believe	that	power	 lies	 in	being	a	sexual	
object,	whereas	the	physical	processes	of	pregnancy,	childbirth	and	breastfeeding	defy	and	
challenge	all	Western	standards	of	beauty	and	the	sexualised	body.	This	links	to	Rich’s	notion	
of	motherhood	 as	 a	 patriarchal	 institution,	 as	 the	 de-sexualising	 of	 the	maternal	 body	 is	
another	way	of	exerting	control	over	women.	In	being	reduced	to	one’s	biological	purpose	as	
woman	 patriarchal	 oppression	 both	 increases	 and	 becomes	 harder	 to	 detect,	 because	
pregnant	women	are	praised	as	they	are	being	scrutinised	from	every	direction.		
In	Western	society	pregnancy	is	often	treated	as	a	pathological	condition	of	sorts,	and	the	
maternal	body	perceived	as	the	defective	result.	The	pregnant	body	undergoes	extreme	and	
often	permanent	change	that	our	society	considers	abnormal.	Elinor	Carrucci	articulates	this	
with	her	postbirth	self	portrait	(fig.7),	displaying	a	type	of	body	that	is	usually	hidden.	In	this	
photograph,	Carrucci’s	presents	her	body	as	a	venus-like	figure,	her	head,	arms	and	legs	are	
12	Monica	Campo,	"The	Lactating	Body	and	Confkicting	Ideals	of	Sexuality,	Motherhood	and	
Self,"	in	Giving	Breastmilk:	Body	Ethics	and	Contemporary	Breastfeeding	Practices	ed.	
Rhonda	Shaw	and	Alison	Bartlett	(Ontario:	Demeter	Press,	2010),	55.	
13	Iris	Marion	Young,	On	Female	Body	Experience:	“Throwing	Like	a	Girl”	and	Other	Essays	(New	York:	Oxford	
University	Press,	2005),	3.	
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not	 visible.	 A	 single	 tendril	 of	 long	 brown	 hair	 cuts	 through	 the	 image,	 interrupting	 the	
passive,	 victimised	 stance,	 reminding	 the	viewer	 that	 this	body	belongs	 to	a	person.	 	 In	a	
masculine	based	culture,	a	healthy	body	is	understood	as	one	that	is	consistent,	unchanged	
and	controllable.	By	photographing	her	pregnant	and	post	birth	body,	Carucci	has	preserved	
the	image	of	her	body	in	its	most	changed,	most	uncontrollable	state.			
Figure	7	Elinor	Carruci,	My	body	post-birth	and	c-section,	2004.	Digital	photograph.	
http://www.elinorcarucci.com/mother.php#4	
The	 female	 body	 is	 in	 a	 constant	 state	 of	 cyclical	 flux.14	 Pregnancy,	 childbirth	 and	
breastfeeding	highlights	this	physical	mutability	in	a	way	that	cannot	be	ignored.	The	growth	
and	change	in	the	body,	the	near	implausible	process	of	childbirth	itself	and	then	the	ongoing	
practice	of	breastfeeding	all	demonstrate	the	changeability	of	the	female	body.	Rather	than	
this	 being	 celebrated,	 patriarchal	 society	 has	 painted	 the	 female	 body	 as	mysterious	 and	
untrustworthy.	As	Rich	states:	
14	Menstruation	
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Throughout	 patriarchal	mythology,	 dream	 symbolism,	 theology,	 language,	 two	
ideas	flow	side	by	side:	one,	that	the	female	body	is	impure,	corrupt,	the	site	of	
discharges,	bleedings,	dangerous	to	masculinity,	a	source	of	moral	and	physical	
contamination,	“the	devil’s	gateway.”	On	the	other	hand,	as	mother	the	woman	
is	 beneficent,	 sacred,	 pure,	 asexual,	 nourishing;	 and	 the	 physical	 potential	 for	
motherhood	–	 that	 same	body	with	 its	bleedings	and	mysteries	–	 is	her	 single	
destiny	and	justification	in	life.	These	two	ideas	have	become	deeply	internalised	
in	women,	even	in	the	most	independent	of	us.15	
The	female	body	is	still	considered	impure	and	corrupt;	women	are	still	pressured	to	justify	
that	impurity	by	becoming	mothers.	In	addition	to	this,	women	are	expected	to	be	objects	for	
the	male	 gaze	 and	male	 pleasure.	 There	 is	 an	 invisible,	 but	 loud	 demand	 for	 women	 to	
embody	 a	 perfect	 balance	 of	 all	 these	 things,	 an	 unachievable	 standard	 that	 ignores	 the	
humanity	of	the	individual	woman.	In	my	body	of	work,	I	have	used	casts	of	my	own	body	to	
build	 ceramic	 forms.	 This	 literal	 division	 of	my	 own	pregnant	 body	 into	 parts,	 specifically	
breasts	 and	belly,	 comments	on	 the	 fragmentation	of	 the	 female	body	 in	pregnancy,	 and	
engages	 with	 the	 experience	 of	 desexualisation	 as	 a	 loss	 of	 power.	 Kathlerine	 Keltner	
discusses	the	historical	representation	of	the	mother	in	art	as	thus,	
…it	portrays	an	expected	relationship,	still	allowing	the	subject	to	appreciate	the	
object.	However,	when	actual	workings	of	a	woman’s	body	surmount	mere	image,	
the	viewer	 is	 confronted	with	 the	unfamiliar	and	 is	 thus	made	uncomfortable.	
Feminist	works	of	the	mid-to-late	twentieth	century	that	sought	to	obliterate	this	
divide	were	not	 readily	accepted	by	 the	public,	at	 least	 in	part	because	of	 the	
shock	of	seeing	the	representation	of	women	not	as	a	simple	object	of	desire	but	
as	a	functioning	being—that	is,	by	bringing	what’s	inside	out.16	
This	 is	precisely	what	 I	am	seeking	to	do	with	Birthsuite/Deathsite	 (fig.5).	These	forms	are	
15	Moyra	Davey,	Mother	Reader:	Essential	Writings	on	Motherhood	(New	York:	Seven	Stories	Press,	2001),	92.	
16	Katherine	Keltner,	"Multiplicities	from	Motherhood:	How	the	Changing	Representation	of	the	Female	Body	
as	Mother	Widens	the	Discourse	on	Issues	of	Support,"	International	Journal	of	Humanities	and	Social	Science	
5,	no.	3	(2015):	156.	
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built	 from	 casts	 of	my	 own	 body,	 recalling	 ideas	 of	 the	 body	 opening,	 suggestive	 of	 sex,	
childbirth	and	injury.	These	things	connect	and	overlap	at	many	different	stages	of	pregnant	
and	maternal	embodiment,	and	are	normal	aspects	of	 it,	 yet	 they	are	distanced	 from	the	
mother.	Art	has	historically	presented	the	mother	as	a	receiver	of	the	gaze	and	as	a	facilitator	
for	the	child.	While	we	have	seen	this	shift	in	art	over	time,	the	visual	culture	of	our	society	
continues	 to	 reflect	 these	 antiquated	 representations	 of	 the	mother.	 This	 photograph	 of	
superstar	Beyonce	appearing	blissfully	happy	with	her	newborn	daughter	reflects	this	(fig.	8).	
In	this	image,	the	mother	is	out	of	focus,	reinforcing	the	aforementioned	attitudes.			
Figure	8	Beyonce	and	Shawn	Carter,	helloblueivycarter,	2012.	Digital	photograph.	
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/tvshowbiz/article-2276860/Beyonc-opens-birth-Blue-Ivy-Carter.html	
Katherine	 Keltner	 states	 that	 ‘…the	 act	 of	 the	 interior	 bursting	 traumatically	 through	 the	
exterior	destroys	a	subject’s	fantasy	of	what	is	inside.’17	The	pregnant	body	and	physiological	
17	Ibid.	
18	
mothering	 practices	 serves	 as	 a	 reminder	 that	 the	 female	 body	 is	 a	 functioning	 one.	 The	
pregnant	body	breaches	this	taboo	and	signifies	bodily	functions.	This	breach	culminates	with	
the	extraordinary	process	of	 childbirth,	during	which	 the	exterior	of	 the	mother’s	body	 is	
ruptured,	and	what	is	inside	is	brought	out	as	the	mother	and	child	become	separate	bodies.	
The	hair	in	BIrthsuite/Deathsite	is	indicative	of	this	moment,	the	moment	where	mother	and	
child	are	literally	separating,	where	the	child	leaves	the	mother’s	body	to	exist	only	in	their	
own.		Physiological	mothering	practices	echo	the	rupture	of	the	exterior	and	thus	continue	to	
demand	the	viewer	to	reconcile	the	image	of	the	idealized	mother	with	the	physical	functions	
of	the	female	body.		
In	a	society	that	operates	on	a	male	centred	model	of	subjectivity,	female	sexuality	has	been	
positioned	as	relative	to	male	sexuality	rather	than	existing	in	it’s	own	right.18	Renee	Cox’s	
1993	work	Yo	Mama,	the	statue	(fig.9)	explores	this	experience.		Cox’s	husband	rejected	her	
sexual	advances,	telling	her	he	was	not	attracted	to	her	heavily	pregnant	body.	Andrea	Liss	
expands	on	this	stating,	
For	many	women,	this	denial	of	our	erotic	pregnant	selves	by	the	men	who	made	
it	happen	is	like	spiritual	rape.	One	private	incident	of	punishment	by	refusal	–	the	
pregnant	woman	was	acting	out	of	place	–	signals	the	larger	patriarchal	repression	
of	maternal	erotics	and	desire.19		
	In	this	context,	patriarchal	society	denies	women	their	sexuality	once	it	is	no	longer	relevant	
to	male	sexuality.		This	both	reduces	women’s	position	of	power	and	discounts	their	existence	
as	whole	beings,	renewing	a	negative	experience	of	the	woman’s	own	body	and	sexuality.	
Patriarchal	thought	positions	female	biology	in	opposition	to	sexuality,	inculcating	shame	and	
reinforcing	the	split	between	woman’s	body	and	self.		 	Cox’s	statue,	a	life	size	sculpture	of	
herself,	is	a	monument	to	her	pregnant	body	and	sexuality.	It	is	defiant,	a	refusal	to	accept	
the	shame	society	dictates	pregnant	women	to	feel	around	their	sexuality.	Cox	photographed	
herself	with	the	statue,	an	exercise	 in	self	healing	and	forgiveness.	 In	creating	a	double	of	
18	Epstein-Gilboa,	207.	
19	Andrea	Liss,	Feminist	Art	and	the	Maternal	(Minneapolis	University	of	Minnesota	Press,	2009),	99.	
19	
herself,	 Cox	 is	 able	 to	make	 a	 strong	 statement	 in	 literally	 being	 able	 to	 stand	 alongside	
herself.	Like	Carucci’s	post-birth	self	portrait,	Cox’s	pregnant	monument	freezes	the	image	of	
her	body	at	the	apex	of	its	changeable	state.		
Figure	9	Renee	Cox,	Yo	Mama	and	the	statue,	1993.	Gelatin	silver	print,	85	x	49	inches.	
		http://www.reneecox.org/yo-mama?lightbox=i6tli	
Alison	Stone	asserts	Western	society	does	not	properly	recognise	mothers	as	subjects	in	their	
own	 right,	 but	 rather	 as	 the	 ‘nourishing	 soil’20	 of	 the	 child’s	 subjectivity.	 The	 loss	 of	 this	
recognition	is	a	common	experience	for	women	as	they	transition	into	motherhood,	which	is	
echoed	in	the	desexualisation	of	maternal	bodies	both	during,	and	beyond	pregnancy.	These	
attitudes	 are	 embedded	 in	 the	 structure	 of	 the	 patriarchal	 institution	 of	 motherhood,	
intertwining	the	complexity	of	the	radical	shift	in	one’s	identity	with	the	external	social	forces	
that	feed	on	socially	instigated	insecurities	in	women.	In	a	society	where	women	have	fought	
to	gain	sexual	autonomy,	and	indeed	female	sexual	liberation	is	far	more	widely	accepted,	
methods	of	patriarchal	control	have	had	to	evolve.	This	is	evident	in	a	society	that	promotes	
ideals	of	mothering	centering	on	an	all	consuming	devotion,	but	profoundly	lacking	in	support	
structures	to	aid	it.	The	result,	as	Alison	Stone	writes,	is	that	while	more	mothers	work	outside	
20	Alison	Stone,	Feminism,	Psychoanalysis	and	Maternal	Subjectivity.	(Abingdon,	Oxon:	Taylor	and	Francis,	
2012),	1.	
20	
the	home,	the	primary	responsibility	for	children	and	housework	is	still	relegated	to	women.	
Stone	continues,	
At	the	same	time,	parenting—	that	is,	 in	practice,	mothering—	has	come	to	be	
understood	 in	 more	 and	 more	 intensive,	 demanding	 ways…Mothers	 are	
increasingly	expected	to	devote	themselves	exclusively	to	their	children—	at	the	
same	time	that	fewer	mothers	are	in	a	position	to	fulfill	this	expectation.21	
The	 desexualisation	 of	 pregnant	 and	 maternal	 bodies	 is	 useful	 to	 the	 patriarchy	 as	 it	
reinforces	the	positioning	of	women	in	opposition	to	each	other.	Patriarchy	wants	us	to	be	
ashamed	of	our	bodies,	our	biology,	our	sexuality.	The	liberation	Young	refers	to	comes	not	
from	being	desexualised	by	 society,	 rather	 it	 stems	 from	experiencing	one’s	 embodiment	
from	a	different	perspective.	I	experienced	the	liberating	quality	of	existing	in	a	pregnant	body	
by	consciously	rejecting	standardized	ideals	of	beauty	that	a	pregnant	body	could	not	attain.	
I	was	able	to	approach	my	second	pregnancy	from	a	position	of	power	and	control;	an	attitude	
that	was	bolstered	by	the	feminist	theory	I	now	have.	Rejecting	the	role	of	passive	mother	
and	 determining	 for	 myself	 what	 I	 could	 or	 could	 not	 do	 during	 my	 pregnancy	 was	 an	
important	factor	in	reclaiming	the	power	patriarchal	society	seeks	to	take	away.	By	assuming	
an	 active	 role	 in	 documenting	 and	 analysing	 her	 son’s	 emerging	 speech	 patterns	 in	 her	
installation	Post-Partum	Document	(fig.9),	Mary	Kelly	too	rejects	the	concept	of	the	passive	
mother	 figure.	 Kelly’s	 deliberate	 engagement	 with	 her	 son’s	 speech	 development	 on	 an	
intellectual	and	analytical	level	is	an	exercise	in	taking	control	of	one’s	mothering	experience.	
Kelly	is	not	allowing	herself	to	be	an	inert	figure	to	which	pregnancy	and	motherhood	simply	
happens.	Her	involvement	is	multifaceted,	she	is	experiencing	these	things	on	both	emotional	
and	intellectual	levels.		
21	Ibid.	
21	
Figure	10	Mary	Kelly,	Post	Partum	Document	(detail),	1976.	Perpsex	unit,	white	card,	wood,	paper,	ink,	rubber.1	of	the	26	
units,	20	x	25.5	cm	Collection,	Art	Gallery	of	Ontario.	http://www.marykellyartist.com/post_partum_document.html	
Post-Partum	Document	is	comprised	of	specifically	curated	objects,	vestiges	of	Kelly’s	time	as	
the	mother	of	a	young	child.	Kelly	presents	things	that	are	often	unseen,	often	considered	
sentimental	and	certainly	not	discussed	as	art.	A	similar	treatment	of	objects	is	evident	in	my	
own	work.	On	the	wall	adjacent	to	Birthsuite/Deathsite	I	have	hung	two	vaccum	sealed	bags,	
one	containing	my	placenta,	the	other	the	dried	umbilical	stub	belonging	to	my	daughter.	In	
displaying	these	parts,	I	eschew	symbolism.	The	placenta	and	the	umbilical	cord	are	the	literal,	
fleshly	 connection	 points	 between	 mother	 and	 child,	 as	 well	 as	 being	 signifiers	 of	 their	
interwoven	subjectivity.	Patriarchal	thought	considers	this	intertwined	subjectivity	abnormal.	
Presenting	 the	 items	 in	 vacuum	 bags,	 as	 pieces	 of	 meat,	 reflects	 the	 disregard	 for	 the	
relationship	between	mother	and	child.	Preserving	these	items	rather	than	discarding	them	
signals	 the	 need	 for	 the	 conservation	 of	 this	 physical	 relationship,	 enacted	 through	
physiological	mothering	practices.	
22	
Whereas	with	my	 first	 pregnancy,	much	of	 the	 feeling	 I	 experienced	was	one	of	 loss	 and	
uncertainty;	I	did	not	experience	this	with	my	second.	I	now	approach	the	losses	that	having	
a	child	imposes	as	unavoidable,	but	temporary.	While	there	are	many	variables,	and	one	must	
be	aware	that	when	it	comes	to	pregnancy,	childbirth	and	raising	a	child	that	nothing	can	be	
certain,	 I	believe	that	 the	experience	of	 raising	my	first	child	with	physiological	mothering	
practices	has	 allowed	me	 to	 feel	 this	 sense	of	 peace	with	my	 second.	 I	 feel	 that	 a	 sound	
understanding	of	the	value	of	these	physiological	mothering	practices	–	not	only	as	beneficial	
to	my	child,	but	beneficial	to	my	own	emotional,	mental,	physical	and	political	existence	–	
allows	me	to	silence	the	patriarchal	voice	of	doubt	in	my	head.	 	Artworks	in	my	Becoming	
Mother	 series	 expose	 interiorised	 aspects	 of	 the	 mothering	 experience,	 challenging	 the	
typical	 portrayal	 of	 patriarchally	 institutionalized	 motherhood.	 Empowered,	 feminist	
mothering	 is	 the	 active	 assumption	 of	 the	 caretaking	 role	 on	 one’s	 own	 terms	which,	 as	
Keltner	states,	 ‘becomes	decisive	work	that	should	be	revalued	as	a	primary	role	or	job.’22	
This	 is	where	mothering	 and	 art	 practice	meet,	 and	 their	 enactment	 as	 feminist	 activism	
begins.		
22	Keltner,		156.	
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SECTION	III:	
PHYSIOLOGICAL	MOTHERING	PRACTICES	AS	FEMINIST	ACTIVISM	
The	body	has	been	made	so	problematic	for	women	that	it	has	often	seemed	
easier	to	shrug	it	off	and	travel	as	a	disembodied	spirit.23	
While	some	feminist	discourse	asserts	that	emphasising	biological	difference	between	men	
and	women	confirms	the	patriarchal	world	view	that	women	are	inferior	to	men24,	to	dismiss	
it	does	a	great	disservice	 to	women.	Disregarding	biological	difference	 insists	 that	women	
should	 live	 by	 the	 male	 dominated	 standards	 of	 the	 patriarchy.	 These	 standards	 do	 not	
account	 for	 the	unique	experiences	of	 living	 in	a	biologically	 female	body	–	menstruation,	
pregnancy,	 childbirth	 and	 the	 physical	 aspects	 of	 raising	 children	 such	 as	 lactation	 and	
breastfeeding.	Gendered	roles	affect	every	aspect	of	women’s	lives,	and	the	biological	ability	
to	 carry	and	bear	 children	 is	 central	 to	 this.	 To	minimise	 this	 is	 to	again	 surrender	 to	 the	
masculine	model	of	subjectivity,	discounting	women’s	lived	experience.	Rich	affirms	the	idea	
that	 the	 acknowledgement	 of	 biological	 difference	 is	 fundamental	 to	 dismantling	 this	
patriarchal	model.	She	states,	
Patriarchal	thought	has	limited	female	biology	to	its	own	narrow	specifications.	
The	feminist	vision	has	recoiled	from	female	biology	for	these	reasons…In	order	
to	live	a	fully	human	life	we	require	not	only	control	of	our	bodies	(though	control	
is	a	prerequisite);	we	must	touch	the	unity	and	resonance	of	our	physicality,	our	
bond	with	the	natural	order,	the	corporeal	ground	of	our	intelligence.25	
The	 simultaneous	 denial	 and	 appropriation	 of	 this	 corporeal	 intelligence	 is	 another	
paradoxical	ideal	enforced	by	the	patriarchy.	The	maternal	instinct	has	been	appropriated	to	
further	constrict	women’s	roles	in	society.		
Comparably,	Epstein-Gilboa	asserts	 that	the	fragmentation	of	 the	nursing	process	through	
the	use	of	breast	pumps,	bottles	and	artificial	milk	divides	 the	nursing	process	 into	parts,	
23	Rich.	
24	Betterton,		1.	
25	Rich,	39.	
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separating	breast	milk	from	the	nursing	relationship	and	therefore	devaluing	both.26	Focusing	
on	breast	milk	as	the	sole	purpose	of	breastfeeding	discounts	the	many	additional	benefits	of	
the	nursing	relationship	–	not	only	those	for	the	child,	but	the	physical,	emotional	and	mental	
benefits	for	the	mother.	As	stated	by	Epstein-Gilboa,	‘Focus	on	milk	disembodies	mothers	and	
obliterates	processes	of	intimacy,	repair	and	sensitivity	associated	with	direct	nursing.’27	She	
explains	 that	 a	 physiologically-based	 nursing	 practice	 can	 allow	women	 to	 redefine	 their	
subjectivity	in	a	way	that	is	not	centred	on	the	masculine	based	model.28	This	is	significant	as	
focus	 on	 milk	 alone	 renders	 the	 breastfeeding	 mother	 –	 and	 by	 extension	 women	 –	
dispensable.		
	
In	 my	 studio	 research,	 I	 have	 addressed	 these	 ideas	 in	 making	 what	 I	 term	 ‘breast	
vessels’(fig.6).	 The	 division	 of	 the	 female	 body	 into	 parts	 is	 suggestive	 of	 sexualised	
pornographic	 imagery.	 These	 vessels	 are	 constructed	 from	 casts	 of	my	 own	 breasts.	 The	
vessels	attach	to	a	pump,	that	in	turn	pumps	milk	directly	from	my	breast,	into	the	vessel	that	
will	eventually	drip	out	through	perforations	in	the	nipple.	The	objects	are	accompanied	by	
two	films.	One	video	shows	the	pumping	process,	my	body	hooked	up	to	the	machine	and	
pumping	milk	into	the	vessels.	The	second	features	footage	of	my	daughter	nursing	projected	
onto	 the	 surface	 of	 the	 milk	 filling	 the	 basin	 beneath	 these	 objects.	 This	 becomes	 a	
manifestation	 of	 the	 sexualised	 female	 body	 in	 direct	 engagement	 with	 its	 biological	
processes	that	patriarchal	society	wishes	to	be	kept	unseen.	Epstein-Gilboa’s	position	that	
patriarchal	envy	 is	a	prime	factor	 in	the	undermining	of	breastfeeding	and	particularly	the	
nursing	relationship	supports	my	position	that	items	such	as	the	dummy	and	baby	bottle,	as	
versions	 of	 an	 artificial	 breast,	 act	 as	 sanitised	 proxies	 to	 the	 disembodied	 breast.	 My	
‘unsanitary’	versions	of	these	proxies	–	unsanitary	because	they	look	and	function	like	actual	
breasts	 –	 seek	 to	 confront	 this	 patriarchal	 envy	 and	 its	 role	 in	 actively	 obstructing	
physiologically-based	mothering	practices.		
	
																																																						
26Epstein-Gilboa,	210.	
27	Ibid.	
28Ibid.,	207.	
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Figure	11	Allegra	Holmes,	Milk,	2017.	Video	still.	
Jess	Dobkins’	 ongoing	performance	work	The	 Lactation	 Station	Milk	 Bar	 is	 an	 example	of	
society’s	problematic	understanding	of	the	nursing	relationship.	In	a	series	of	performances	
from	2006-2016,	Dobkins	 led	 tastings	 at	 various	 galleries	 using	 breastmilk	 donated	by	 six	
lactating	mothers.	Dobkin’s	performance	sought	to	address	the	‘social	discomfort	around	the	
concept	 of	 milk-tasting,	 implicitly	 confronting	 the	 larger	 issue	 of	 social	 discomfort	 with	
breastfeeding	 in	general’29	However,	 there	 is	a	blind	spot	evident	 in	Dobkin’s	work.	While	
Dobkin	 is	 tapping	 into	 societal	 uneasiness	 around	 breastmilk,	 in	 The	 Lactation	 Station	
Breastmilk	 Bar	 the	 actual	 processes	 of	 breastfeeding	 and	milk	 expression	 are	 absent.	 As	
Rachel	 Epp	 Buller	 points	 out:	 ‘The	 lactating	 body,	 however,	 is	 nowhere	 to	 be	 seen:	 the	
breastfeeding	 has	 occurred	 privately	 and	 off-site	 and	 viewers	 can	 only	 imagine	 those	
bodies.’30	 This	 divorcing	 of	 the	milk	 from	 the	 breast	 is	 problematic	 because	 it	 again	 puts	
emphasis	on	milk	as	the	end	product	of	breastfeeding,	rather	than	the	nursing	process	as	a	
whole.		In	my	work,	the	lactating	body	is	not	absent	to	the	same	extent.	Similar	to	M.A.M.A’s	
1998	public	installation	California	Civil	Code	43.3;	where	audience	members	could	open	a	box	
painted	to	mimic	a	child’s	block,	and	be	confronted	with	video	of	the	artists’	breastfeeding;31	
the	 video	 in	 the	Breast	 Vessels	 installation	 presents	 the	 viewer	with	 close-up	 imagery	 of	
nursing.	The	presence	of	the	actual	breastfeeding	body	is	not	crucial	per	se,	as	these	bodies	
29	Rachel	Epp	Buller,	"Performing	the	Breastfeeding	Body:	Lactivism	and	Art	Interventions,"	Studies	in	the	
Maternal	8,	no.	14	(2016):	9.	
30	Ibid.	
31	Liss,	78.	
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already	exist.	Rather,	 it	 is	the	representation	of	these	bodies	 in	our	culture	that	 is	 lacking.	
Dobkin’s	milk	bar	again	puts	undue	emphasis	on	breastmilk	as	controversial,	when	it	is	the	
act	of	breastfeeding	that	is	truly	confronting	to	patriarchal	society.		
Figure	12	M.A.M.A,	California	Civil	Code	43.3,	1998.	Wood,	paint,	television	monitor,	video.	http://www.lisa-
mann.com/california-civil-code-433.html	
Figure	13	Jess	Dobkins,	The	Lactation	Station	Breastmilk	Bar,	2006	–	2016.	Performance.	http://newmaternalisms.ca/blog/	
My	 film,	Milk	 (fig.10),	 depicts	 human	 breasts,	 hooked	 up	 to	 ceramic	 doubles	 by	 clinical	
pumping	equipment,	reflecting	the	idea	that	items	such	as	the	baby	bottle,	dummy	and	breast	
pump	are	all	stand	ins	for	the	breast.	In	my	work	I	have	created	literal	disembodied	breasts	
to	draw	attention	to	this	 idea.	The	clinical	whiteness	of	the	objects	juxtaposed	against	the	
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intimate	footage	of	the	nursing	baby	shows	the	fallaciousness	of	our	culture’s	insistence	on	
separation	between	mother	and	child.		The	absurd	image	of	the	lactating	body	producing	milk	
for	multiple	artificial	breasts	and	that	milk	ultimately	leading	nowhere,	contrasted	with	the	
video	 of	 the	 nursing	 baby	 in	 Breast	 Vessels,	 reinforces	 the	 notion	 that	 it	 is	 the	 nursing	
relationship	that	is	significant,	that	breastfeeding	is	about	more	than	just	the	milk.	
	
	Our	society	happily	agrees	that	breast	milk	is	best,	it	is	the	nursing	relationship	that	society	
struggles	with.	The	intimate	physical	connection	between	mother	and	child,	their	interwoven	
subjectivities,	the	dependence	of	the	child	on	the	mother	–	all	this	is	against	the	patriarchal	
model	of	subjectivity	to	which	we	are	supposed	to	subscribe	to.	The	practice	of	breastfeeding	
and	 other	 physiologically	 based	 mothering	 practices	 defy	 the	 patriarchal	 model	 and	 are	
therefore	threatening	to	 it.	Patriarchy	has	created	a	complicated	web	within	motherhood,	
where	 women	 are	 praised	 and	 vilified	 for	 the	 same	 actions.	 There	 is	 an	 emphasis	 on	
disempowering	and	negative	language	(for	example,	the	terms	‘successful’	or	‘unsuccessful’	
used	 to	 describe	 breastfeeding	 experiences),	 and	 limited	 awareness	 of	 the	 value	 of	 the	
practice	of	nursing	rather	than	just	the	value	of	breastmilk.	
	
M.A.M.A’s	1998	performance	work	Milkstained	(fig.15)	offers	visibility	of	the	 lactating	and	
breastfeeding	body.	 The	work	 involved	projections	of	 the	artists	breastfeeding,	 as	well	 as	
multiple	performance	works	involving	their	breastmilk.	Similar	to	my	own	work,	Milkstained	
seeks	to	make	physiological	mothering	practices	visible.	As	Andrea	Liss	describes	it,	‘…artist-
mothers	who	set	out	to	bring	alive	unacknowledged	and	disrespected	maternal	experiences	
and	 to	publicly	 transform	 them	 into	maternal	 discourses.’32	 Breastfeeding	 is	 one	of	 these	
unacknowledged	 and	 disrespected	 experiences.	 Visibility	 is	 specifically	 important	 when	 it	
comes	to	breastfeeding,	as	the	visibility	of	the	process	 is	often	what	 is	considered	socially	
unacceptable	and	repellent.	Visible,	 ‘indiscreet’	breastfeeding	affronts	patriarchal	 ideals	of	
the	 female	body	and	motherhood;	 to	do	so	 is	a	 form	of	 feminist	activism	as	 it	 challenges	
notions	of	the	sexualised	female	body	under	the	male	gaze,	rejects	the	masculine	model	of	
subjectivity	and	is	an	exercise	in	shaping	one’s	mothering	experience	on	one’s	own	terms.	
The	argument	for	‘discreet’	breastfeeding	practice	is	rooted	in	anti-feminist	attitudes,	ideas	
																																																						
32	Ibid.,	75.	
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that	consider	the	female	body	and	its	functions	as	something	shameful.	M.A.M.A	supports	
this	in	their	collaborative	artists’	statement,	declaring	that	‘It	is	these	subtle	dissenting	signals	
that	have	the	possibility	of	spawning	models	that	can	finally	turn	our	understanding	upside	
down.’33		
Figure	14	M.A.M.A,	Milkstained,	1996.	Performance.	Photograph	by	Tadayuki	Miyashiro.	
Embracing	this	physiology	on	women’s	own	terms	has	the	potential	for	women	to	recreate	
their	subjectivity.	Equally	important	to	this	is	the	experience	of	voluntarily	childless	women.	
In	her	2016	article	‘Social	Exclusion	of	Childless	Women’,	Zoe	Krupka	asserts	that	the	‘rhetoric	
around	 childlessness	 continues	 to	 pit	 woman	 against	 woman’	 supporting	 the	 idea	 of	
motherhood	as	a	patriarchal	institution.	34		As	Rich	wrote	30	years	earlier	–		
33	Ibid.	
34	Zoe	Krupka,	"Social	Exclusion	of	Childless	Women,"		(2016),	
http://www.latrobe.edu.au/news/articles/2016/opinion/social-exclusion-of-childless-women.	
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…the	 regulation	 of	 women’s	 reproductive	 power	 by	 men	 is	 essential	 to	 the	
patriarchal	system,	as	 is	 the	negative	or	suspect	status	of	women	who	are	not	
mothers.35		
Women	that	voluntarily	reject	motherhood	defy	the	patriarchal	standards	for	womanhood,	
and	therefore	threaten	the	patriarchal	system.	Patriarchal	society	discredits	and	demonises	
childless	women	in	order	to	maintain	control	over	their	bodies	and	behaviour.	In	a	society	
that	considers	woman	and	mother	as	interchangeable	roles,	the	decision	to	not	have	children	
expands	the	limited	definition	of	woman.36	
This	 narrow	 definition	 extends	 to	 the	 definition	 of	mother.	 Patriarchy	 defines	mother	 as	
inherently	 limited,	 imprisoned	 by	 her	 biology	 and	 oppressed	 by	 the	 physical	 realities	 of	
pregnancy,	 childbirth	 and	 lactation.	 Patriarchal	 control	 has	 colonised	 the	 female	 body,	
particularly	the	pregnant	and	maternal	bodies,	in	order	to	use	them	against	women.	This	is	
evident	in	the	limited	awareness	of	the	value	of	physiological	mothering	practices	and	the	
widespread	notion	that	such	practices	are	‘problems’	or	‘bad	habits’.37	Systematic	oppression	
is	revealed	in	the	near	impossibility	of	engaging	in	these	practices	and	functioning	in	capitalist	
patriarchal	 society.	 This	 same	 society	 claims	 the	 solution	 is	 to	 modify	 one’s	 mothering	
practice,	again	subscribing	to	the	patriarchal	worldview.	This	is	the	coming	to	consciousness	
I	have	spoken	of	earlier,	recognising	this	inequity	inevitably	leads	to	a	call	for	a	restructuring	
of	society.	This	is	the	nexus	point,	where	the	experience	of	mothering	through	physiological	
practices	connects	to	the	serious	need	to	dismantle	the	patriarchy,	and	therefore	explains	
how	these	practices	are	not	simply	matters	of	choice,	but	an	opportunity	to	enact	feminist	
rebellion.	As	Andrea	Liss	states:	‘What	distinguishes	the	feminist	mother	from	the	patriarchal	
model	of	the	mother	–	the	institution	of	motherhood	–	is	that		the	feminist	mother	struggles	
to	break	the	yoke	of	centuries	of	expectation’.38		
35	Rich,	34.	
36	Krupka.	
37	Breastfeeding,	co-sleeping,	baby	wearing,	breastfeeding	to	natural	term	(2-7	years	of	age).	
38	Liss,	xvii.	
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In	a	culture	where	sexual	difference	is	the	cornerstone	of	our	understanding	of	the	self,	ideas	
of	a	model	of	subjectivity	that	privileges	the	female	perspective	 is	a	radical	notion.	 I	draw	
connections	between	Epstein-Gilboa	and	Rich’s	ideas	in	order	to	explore	how	physiologically-
based	mothering	can	act	as	a	gateway	to	re-establishing	one’s	subjectivity.	The	mother	who	
shapes	her	mothering	experience	outside	of	patriarchal	ideals	is	scrutinized.	Reflecting	on	my	
own	mothering	experience	through	these	philosophies	has	revealed	the	ways	in	which	I	have	
been	 able	 to	 re-establish	 my	 sense	 of	 identity	 independently	 from	 the	 value	 patriarchal	
society	places	on	me.	The	art	objects	in	my	Becoming	Mother	series	break	through	the	secrecy	
surrounding	physiological	mothering	practices	by	offering	 visibility	of	 these	practices,	 and	
critiquing	 the	 mothering	 aids	 that	 have	 been	 misused	 in	 order	 to	 obstruct	 them.	
Reproductive	 freedom	 should	 also	 mean	 that	 women	 are	 able	 to	 mother	 in	 ways	 that	
empower	rather	than	restrict.	Becoming	mother	is	a	call	to	action,	suggesting	that	mothers	
should	breastfeed	their	children	not	only	for	the	nutritional	benefits,	but	for	the	act’s	political	
significance.		
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CONCLUSION	
And	most	important,	if	you	do	decide	to	have	a	baby,	don’t	listen	to	anyone.	Just	
listen	to	your	heart.	
-The	Proper	Steps	for	Dealing	With	An	Unwanted	Pregnancy
Tracey	Emin	
Throughout	 this	 Honours	 project	 I	 have	 had	 these	 recurring	 thoughts:	 Why	 can’t	 my	
mothering	 practice	 and	 art	making	 practice	 be	 the	 same	 thing?	Why	 can’t	mothering	 be	
activism?	 My	 artworks	 open	 a	 space	 for	 dialogue	 and	 engagement	 with	 ideas	 about	
pregnancy	and	maternal	embodiment.	Kirsten	Hudson	talks	about	seeing	art	practice	as	an	
‘aesthetic,	 ethical	 and	political	 strategy’	 through	which	one	can	 ‘materialize	 concepts	and	
draw	 out	 traces	 of	 meaning’39.	 Through	 researching	 and	 making	 my	 artworks,	 I	 have	
concluded	that	mothering	and	art	making	do	not	have	to	be	opposing	things	–	my	mothering	
practice	 and	 studio	 practice	 are	 intrinsically	 linked.	 Likewise,	 reframing	 physiological	
mothering	practices	as	feminist	activism	means	that	the	way	I	choose	to	raise	my	children	is	
a	political	act.		
The	patriarchal	world	seeks	to	divorce	mother	from	artist,	mother	from	child,	mother	from	
herself.	Through	making	my	series,	Becoming	Mother,	 I	have	learned	that	I	do	not	have	to	
subscribe	to	this.	Being	a	mother	 is	not	something	that	opposes	being	myself,	or	being	an	
artist,	it	is	not	something	I	have	to	overcome	in	order	to	work.	Being	mother	has	become	part	
of	the	fibre	of	my	existence,	just	as	being	artist	has.	My	art	and	art	practice	have	played	a	
central	role	in	rejoining	the	parts	of	myself	that	patriarchy	sought	to	keep	divided.	Intellect	
and	emotion;	body,	sexuality	and	maternity;	mother	and	artist	–	 I	get	 to	determine	these	
things	 for	myself,	 not	 in	 accordance	with	 patriarchal	 standards.	 Practising	 physiologically-
based	mothering	 changed	how	 I	 perceived	my	entire	 existence.	 It	was	 through	becoming	
mother	that	I	found	my	way	back	to	being	an	artist.	Patriarchal	motherhood	would	have	truly	
ruined	my	life.	It	is	through	physiologically	based	mothering	practices,	which	for	me	all	began	
with	nursing	my	children,	that	I	was	freed.		
39	Hudson.	
32	
Bibliography	
Barston,	Suzanne.	Bottled	Up.		Berkley:	University	of	California	Press,	2012.	
Betterton,	Rosemary.	"Maternal	Embarrassment:	Feminist	Art	and	Maternal	Affects."	
Studies	in	the	Maternal	2	(2010):	1.	
Braidotti,	Rosi.	"Becoming	Woman:	Or	Sexual	Difference	Revisited."	Theory,	Culture	&	
Society	20	(2003):	43-64.	
Buller,	Rachel	Epp.	"Performing	the	Breastfeeding	Body:	Lactivism	and	Art	Interventions."	
Studies	in	the	Maternal	8,	no.	14	(2016):	1-15.	
Campo,	Monica.	"The	Lactating	Body	and	Confkicting	Ideals	of	Sexuality,	Motherhood	and	
Self."	In	Giving	Breastmilk:	Body	Ethics	and	Contemporary	Breastfeeding	Practices	
edited	by	Rhonda	Shaw	and	Alison	Bartlett,	51-63.	Ontario:	Demeter	Press,	2010.	
Davey,	Moyra.	Mother	Reader:	Essential	Writings	on	Motherhood.		New	York:	Seven	Stories	
Press,	2001.	
Epstein-Gilboa,	Karen.	"Breastfeeding	Envy:	Unresolved	Patriarchal	Envy	and	the	
Obstruction	of	Physiologically-Based	Nursing	Patterns."	In	Giving	Breastmilk:	Body	
Ethics	and	Contemporary	Breastfeeding	Practices,	edited	by	Rhonda	Shaw	and	Alison	
Bartlett,	205-21.	Toronto:	Demeter	Press,	2010.	
Hallstein,	Lynn	O’Brien.	"The	Intriguing	History	of	Silences	of	of	Woman	Born:	Rereading	
Adrienne	Rich	Rhetorically	to	Better	Understand	the	Contemporary	Context."	
feminist	formations	22,	no.	2	(2010):	18-41.	
Hudson,	Kirsten.	"Taste	My	Sorrow:	Caught	Horribly,	Somewhere,	between	the	Pregnant	
and	the	Maternal."	Performance	Research	19,	no.	1	(2014):	41-51.	
Iverson,	Margaret.	"The	Bride	Stripped	Bare	by	Her	Own	Desire:	Reading	Mary	Kelly’s	Post-
Partum	Document."	Discourse	4	(1981	1982):	75-88.	
Kelly,	Mary.	Post-Partum	Document.		London:	Routledge	and	Keagan	Paul,	1983.	1983.	
Keltner,	Katherine.	"Multiplicities	from	Motherhood:	How	the	Changing	Representation	of	
the	Female	Body	as	Mother	Widens	the	Discourse	on	Issues	of	Support."	
International	Journal	of	Humanities	and	Social	Science	5,	no.	3	(2015).	
Krupka,	Zoe.	"Social	Exclusion	of	Childless	Women."	(2016).	
http://www.latrobe.edu.au/news/articles/2016/opinion/social-exclusion-of-
childless-women.	
Liss,	Andrea.	Feminist	Art	and	the	Maternal	Minneapolis	University	of	Minnesota	Press,	
2009.	
Rich,	Adrienne.	Of	Woman	Born.		New	York	W.W	Norton	&	Company	1976.	
Stone,	Alison.	Feminism,	Psychoanalysis	and	Maternal	Subjectivity.	.		Abingdon,	Oxon:	Taylor	
and	Francis,	2012.	
Young,	Iris	Marion.	On	Female	Body	Experience:	“Throwing	Like	a	Girl”	and	Other	Essays.		
New	York:	Oxford	University	Press,	2005.	
Appendix	
Figure	1	Allegra	Holmes,	Becoming	Mother	(installation	view),	2017.		Ceramic,	wood,	textile,	plastic,	placenta,	umbilical	
cord,	hair,	and	video.	Photographed	by	Meg	O'Shea.	
Figure	2	Allegra	Holmes,	Becoming	Mother	(installation	view),	2017.		Ceramic,	wood,	textile,	plastic,	placenta,	umbilical	
cord,	hair,	and	video.	Photographed	by	Meg	O'Shea.	
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Figure	3	Allegra	Holmes,	Birthsuite/Deathsite	(detail),	2017.		Ceramic,	wood,	textile	and	hair.	Photographed	by	Meg	
O'Shea.	
Figure	4	Allegra	Holmes,	Birthsuite/Deathsite,	2017.		Ceramic,	wood,	textile	and	hair.	Photographed	by	Meg	O'Shea.	
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Figure	5	Allegra	Holmes,	Birthsuite/Deathsite,	2017.		Ceramic,	wood,	textile	and	hair.	Photographed	by	Allegra	Holmes.	
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Figure	6	Allegra	Holmes,	Birthsuite/Deathsite	(detail),	2017.		Ceramic,	wood,	textile	and	hair.	Photographed	by	Meg	
O'Shea.	
Figure	7	Allegra	Holmes,	Nolite	Te	Bastardes	Carborundorum	(detail)	2017.		Ceramic,	wood,	perspex,	breastmilk	and	video.	
Photographed	by	Meg	O'Shea.	
36	
Figure	8	Allegra	Holmes,	Nolite	Te	Bastardes	Carborundorum	2017.		Ceramic,	wood,	perspex,	breastmilk	and	video.	
Photographed	by	Meg	O'Shea.	
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Figure	9	Allegra	Holmes,	Nolite	Te	Bastardes	Carborundorum	(detail)	2017.		Ceramic,	wood,	perspex,	breastmilk	and	video.	
Photographed	by	Meg	O'Shea.	
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Figure	10	Allegra	Holmes,	Baby	and	Me,	2017.		Plastic,	umbilical	cord,	placenta.	Photographed	by	Meg	O'Shea.	
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Figure	11	Allegra	Holmes,	Baby	and	Me	(detail),	2017.		Plastic,	umbilical	cord,	placenta.	Photographed	by	Meg	O'Shea.	
Figure	12	Allegra	Holmes,	Baby	and	Me	(detail),	2017.		Plastic,	umbilical	cord,	placenta.	Photographed	by	Meg	O'Shea.	
40	
